Phosphorus-32: Practical Radiation Protection. By P E Ballance, L R Day and J Morgan. Leeds: Science Reviews Ltd, 1987. Pl'. 81; Price £8.50.
Phosphorus-32 is a high-energy, It-emitting isotope which must be handled with great care by trained laboratory personnel. Its widespread use, in particular for labelling of DNA in molecular biology and gene diagnostic laboratories, is likely to continue for several years before it is replaced by non-radioactive labelling techniques.
The monograph under review is an excellent survey of the properties and hazards of this isotope and a sound guide to safe laboratory practice. Although some of the presentation of acceptable dosages is a little complicated, it is not difficult to extract the basic information as to, for example, how much can be safely handled in a plastic Eppendorf tube (the commonest vehicle for 32P-labelling experiments). The clear photographs are helpful in the description of procedures designed to minimize handling hazards.
Undoubtedly, this book should be available in any laboratory in which 32p is handled and be required reading for those who carry out such experiments.
R L DORMER The second edition of this book represents both a revision and an expansion of the authors' translation of the original German edition. The authors state that, without the burden of translating this time, they have been able to devote more time to updating and revising the existing entries and incorporating new ones. The result is an impressive documentation of the whole span of modern biochemistry, a subject that ranges from the biophysical to the molecular biophysical study of animals, plants and microorganisms.
In compiling this review, I have sought the opinions of undergraduates, postgraduates and other colleagues on the staff in my department having a range of interests within biochemistry; all agree that it is difficult to find fault with the book in terms of its coverage, which is commendably up-to-date. Inevitably one can find omissions or make criticism of the way in which a topic is described or indexed, but none of these detract much from the overall quality of the book and it would be churlish to give examples here. The entries are nicely written, in a style that is concise but not too terse; the amount of informa-tion, including illustrations, is more than one would obtain from a dictionary definition of the word or term but clearly is generally less than that in a textbook. The entries are well crossreferenced and I found it easy to find specific items of information. In addition, a number of the entries include reference to one or more key papers or reviews, which were added to the first English translation. Their inclusion is an excellent idea. However, their distribution is rather uneven amongst the entries with some having several references but many having none; moreover, they had not been up-dated beyond 1985 -a task for the third edition, if the authors have the stamina! One cannot fail to be impressed by the huge amount of work that has gone into the preparation of this book and the thoroughness with which it has been accomplished. As far as clinical biochemists are concerned, the encyclopedia covers medical topics but in a straightforward biochemical fashion with little or no clinical input. My main concern is 'Who is going to use it and for what purpose?' -a question that is related more to the nature of encyclopedias than the undoubted quality of this example. A student might wish to look up a word to discover its meaning, but is more likely to turn to a textbook or papers/reviews if enough information is needed, for instance, to write an essay on the topic. The professional biochemist might find occasional use for such a reference work. I suspect that its greatest value might be for those who are not trained in biochemistry yet are embarking on a study or even a career in the subject. N . Varley's original concept was for a 'bench book'. Although this edition is more ofa general textbook of clinical biochemistry, it provides much valuable information on laboratory methods. Detailed analytical procedures are given for vitamins, catecholamines and drugs. The typing of paraproteins by immunofixation is discussed. Descriptions of useful qualitative tests are retained from earlier editions. However, most of the 'routine' analytical methods which are described are manual or AutoAnalyzer II. They are helpful as illustrations of basic concepts but few laboratories will choose to implement them.
The previous edition appeared in two volumes but this edition is a single volume. The arrangement of the chapters and much of the material will be familiar. The treatment of some topics has changed little from that found in the previous edition and a more extensive revision and updating might have been appropriate. The chapter on quality control has no reference to the Westgard algorithm and the chapter on radioisotopic techniques is largely devoted to beta counting (now little used in clinical biochemistry). The Book reviews 281 measurement of urine oestrogens in pregnancy and the bromsulphthalein test are described in detail but without reference to their obsolescence.
The book will undoubtedly remain a favourite with both MLSOs and clinical biochemists who are in training and who require succinct reviews of the basic aspects of their subject. It contains much information which is not readily available elsewhere and staff of every level will want to dip into it from time to time. For these reasons, the new edition should be available in all departments of clinical biochemistry but its price will probably make the book unattractive as a personal purchase.
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